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The Resire for Structure:
A Deconstructive Analysis of Desire Under the Elms

Eugene 0'Neill has been called on many occasions America's
greatest playwright. But though he had great integrity as an
artist, he cannot be considered an integrated writer. This is
what critics have said of him. O'Reill's process of purging
himself in virtually an¥ wcy he saw fit--much like his "mentor,"
Nietzsche--has certainly moved audiences and critics alike, but
his plays often seem stru:turally unclear: his Dionysus is

criticized for lack of Apollo. As a result, readers and critics

1y

. of Yeill's work rtruzgle to discever the structural patterns

which undergird his plays. DBucause iis work appears intensely
autobiographical, scme critics lcok to the events of C'Neill's
life to uncover the structure of his plays. Ccthers point to his
affinity for writiny playscripts concerncd with transceandental

phenomena and look for petierns there. As ('Neill once remarked,

"Mogt plays arc concerned with the relation hetween man aund man,

“but that does not interest me at all. T am intereste only in

the relation between man and (od" (q;d. in Tornquist: 11).
Conscouently, religisus Lhemus arce located in 0'Neill's writings.
0'veill's explorztion of the transcendental stemmed in part
from his carly upbkrineing, hut also from Ais attitudes towvard
modern life. Apparently, he rarely felt that he was connected to
modern life and that its values were empty and uninspired. These
attitudes were rvinforced by his knowladpe of Nictzsche and of

ften

Greck tragedy. As Tornquist wrote: 7o recreate the Greck
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spirit in modern life was the goal he set for himself both as a
playwright and as a wan. The mystical Dionysian experience of
being, not an individual, but part of the Life Force, which
Nietzsche found communicated in the plays of Aeschylus and
Sophocles, 0'Neill hoped to impart through his plays, to a modern
audience” (11). And 0'Neil” admitted: " hat has influenced my
plays the most is my knowledge of the drama of all time--
particularly Greek tragedy" (qtd. in Tornquist: 13). Thus,
critics have given us an 0'eill who was determined to move
beyond this ignoble -.ge; who continued to search for his soul
against a backgrohnd of decaying society; who sought refuge in a
Greco-Nietzschean vorld-view; and who built his plays upon the

structures of Greek drama. In Desire linder the Elams 0'Neill gave

us a play with a rececgnizably American locale (Xew Eangland, 185()
with spiritual and emotional ties to our Puritan origins (the
"hardness of God"). But he has also given us a play which
invites us to read it in terms of structures found in Greek
mythology,

The plot of Desire Under the Flms is well-known and

relatively straightforward., Tt is a story of three pcople and a
farm: the "hard," powerful, and intractable seventy-five-year-
cld Fphraim Cabot; his voluptuous thirty-five~-vear-old bride,
Lbhy; and Ephraim's handsome and defiant vouingesi son, the
tventy-five~year-old Eben. All three are loclked in a struagle
for possession of the Cah>t farm. Abby has married old Cabot

because she wants a home apd expects, given the age of her

husband, soon to inherit the farm. TRut old FEphraim is convinced
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that only a person as hard as he deserves to own it; since no one
fits that description, he plans simply to burn the place down and
turn his livestock, wife, and son loose before he soes to his
grave. Eben claims that the farm was originally his mother's,
and that old Cabot drove her to an early grave in order to <teal
the property from her and Eben. Abby and Eben are, by turns,
attracted to and repelled by each other. Each represents a
threat to the other's claim on the property, yet neither can
ignore the sexual desire they seem to arouse in eacir other,
Before long, Abby convinces old Cabot to leave the farn to her in
exchange for bearinz him another son, and Eben is convinced that
byconsummatinghisdesireforAhhy,hecanavengcthelossof
his mother. After Atby bears her child, Eben lesras of her
¢uplicity when Ephraim tells him of the pacz he and Abby had
made. f£ben is horrified to learn that Abdy has used hinm to beget
the son that would allow her to inherit the farm. Ia order to
convince Eken that her love and passior for him are genuine, Alby
murcers the child and tetls Ephraim that the child was aot his,
Eben, thouch, is even m;re horrified to learn of her infanticide
and inforws the sheriff. Tut by the time the sheriff arrives,
Abby and Ehen have renewed their declarations of love, and Fhen
confesscs thet he was equally culpable in the wmucder. The two
are taken avay, leaving old Cabot alone with his coews and his
stones and his hard God.

Ordinarily, such a plot synopsis is followed by the

declaration that it cannot rossilbly do justice to the depth and
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Critics of this play have been only too eager to accept this
invitation to form. Edgar F. Racey, Jr., for example, in his

essay "Myth As Tragic Structure in Desire Under the Elms," argued

that 0'Neill based his play upon the Hippolytus myth, with Ehen
as Hippolytus, Abby as Phaedra, and Ephraim as Theseus. But
Racey realized that this structure alone could not contain the
playscript he sought to enclose. Therefore, he lavers the
Oedipus myth, the Freudian version of the Oedipus myth (since
Eben usurps the role of husband with his father's wife), and a
édash ofKietzscheanphilosophyon top of the Fippolytus mythina
kind of three—rﬁng circus of indecidability. Still, all these
structures are not enough to coatain the text; they cannot
forestall other possibilities. [lecause these sStructeres wvere

inadequate, Kaccy then decided that Tesire UnJer the ~lms should

he read as a Kew England donestic tragedy. That is, the Cuhor
femily is split apart in a time aud place when fomily wvas the
backhone of love and lalor: the Cabots's tragedy is that their
fawilial structure cannot contain their sexual apnd Lateriaj
desires,

Rzcey las opened up more spaces in C'lleill's text than he
has closed, and his reading illustrates the vays 1in which this
text frustrates gur desire for orger, pattern, and structure:
each of his various mytis promised to yield a reading of the
play, yet cach was found inadequate and so another was added.

The compited structures only rprovide morc play of differcences,

more interpretive possibilities. In the ippolytus myth, for

[ |
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example, Hippolytus is usually regarded as the central figure,
and in the Oedipus legend (and Freud's version thereof), Oedipus
is the central figure. Neither of these structures permits
Ephraim to be the major character of the play, yet most critics
who propose such readings have argued that Qesire's main
character is the elder Cabot. MHe is the tragic hero: he learns
that God is hard, and he is left standing alone at the play’s
end; his struggle was metaphysical, not physical; noble, not
common., Racey concluded that "as a classic tragedy . . . Desire
is both successful and complete,” and he refers to Ephiraim as the
main character, the trzgic hero (5Y). But which classical
tragedy is DVesire most akin to? What zbout all the other, non-
classical structurcs he proposed? Can we now discard them?
Racey is reluctant to say,

Clearly, G'Neill invites us to read his playscript in terms
of such mythic structures as Kacey iidentifiied: he invites us, in
other words, to satisfy our desire for structure. But as our
cesire begins to play upon the text, as we seek out and construct
alternative readings to encapsulate the play, we only succeed in
opening up more holes in the rext than we cun close. Just as the
characters' desires disrupt the structured worid of the play, so
do our desires disrupt vhatever structure is contained in
0'%eill's playscript.

Indeed, the crntral binary opposition at work in Desire

!nder the Blws is that between desire and structure. Derrida

contends (after Freuwd) that all structures—--linguistic,

psychological, social, etc.--that serve te order and shape human

6 7
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richness of the text in question. Critice of this play, 1like
most plays, have taken this one step farther, claiming, in
essence, that the pl t itself cannot do justice to its themes and
characters, Simply stated, the simplicity~-even banality--of
this plot is inadequate to contain the complexity of the
charact..s and the strength of their desires. Although ti.
play's title promises to contain, to localize, even to bury
desire, it differs from itself in that its plot only allows us to
discover traces of desire which point to, or promise to lead us
to, some other space, some other plot, in which desire can bhe
localized and fixed as a motivating force for the characters'
strange behaviors,

0'Neill's text sets up a network of differences, a Jong
series of opposed terms and concepts, which iure the reader with
the promise of structure, of "another plot,” onpe which will
resolve these oppositions, enclose or contain desire and make it
and, by extensior, the play itself comprehensible. A random, and
by no means exhaustive, list would include these overtly opposed
terms: hard/soft, voung/old, gold/rocks, mother/father.
cast/weet, upstairs/dovnstairs, malc/femnaie, home/awvay,
body/spirit, God/maun, indoors/ecuvtdoors, dream/reality, man/beast,
sky/earth, sun/mcon. O0'Weill fuvels our desire for order and
structure hy presenting these oppositions so boldly, so
indelicately: we cannot nmiss them. And because we cannct niiss
them, ve begin to search for or to invent the terms which will

enable us to synthesize these opposites into some orderly

pattern.
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behavior result fror acts of exclusion and repression--exclusion
of the objects of our desires and repression vf those desires
themselves. lle realizes that those repressed desires and
excluded objects do mnot simply disappear: they return to disrupt
the structvre which was built to domesticate them. A
deconstructive reading proceeds by dismantling this central
difference between structure and desire by means of other
differences that cannot be so easily identified or dismantled.

As Tarabara Johnson has shown, the starting point is to show that
this binary opposition is simply an illusion created by the

workings of dif{ferences much harder to pin down. The differences

between structure and desire are based cn a repression of

differences within these two entities, ways in wvhich zach entity
differs from itself (Johinson: x).

Fut the way in wvhich a text thus differs from itselfl is
never simple: it has a certain risorous, contradictory logic

whose effects can, up to a certain point, be read. The

"deconstruction” of sn opposition is thus not un annihilation of

all values or ¢iffercuces; it is an attenpt to follow the subtle,
powerful effects of differences already at work within the
illusion of an opposition. It is, for ex. uple, C'leill's "New
England domestic tragedy,” that, in standing in opposition to the
Greck tragedy it revrites, makes visible the way in wiich the
Greek tragedy alrcady differed from what it had seemed to he, Tt
is an attempt to tease vut from the 8aps opened up in the text by

recadings such as Racey's the repressed which the text strusales
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not to express. Because language attempts to translate the
irrational into the reasonable, deconstruction demonstrates how
language is inadequate, is incapable of cortaining the
irrational. This is the text's unsaid and its vnsayable. It is
not, however, an attempt to move beyond these oppositions in a
kind of Hegelian Aufhebu.y, or sublation of differences, for that
impulse is structured on an opposition hetween oneself and what
one struggles to become. ¥We can only show that the diffcrences
at work in this playscript do not work in the manner that we are
led to think they do, and that certain subversions of them which
appear in tne critical literature are logically »nrior to them and
necessary for the playscript's very construction (Johnson: xi).
In this instance we shall focus on the way in which desire
differs from itself in 0'Neill's playscript by entering the space
opened up by an Qedipal reading, i.c., by th difference between
Freud's notion of the Jedipsl complex and the QOcedipal complex as
an interpretive handle.

As is well known, to Freud, the "0Dedipus complex" sipnified
the state of affairs in which the boy craves exclusive sexval
possession of iiis mother and feels antagonisn toward his father
(sece Hall: 3%f). The complex is mitigated, if not removed, by
one factor--castration anxicty: the boy feels that his father
w3111l harm him if he persists in his desire for his mother--—
specifically, that the father will remove the boy's genitals.
Castration becomes realistic for the hoy when he sces the female
anatomy: "that could happen to me." The castration anxiety

causes the boy to repress his desire for his mother and his

8 -
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hostility for his father and to distance himself from the mother;
the Oedipus complex weakens and the boy's personality and
character begin to develop.

After the boy represses his desire for the mother, he do:s
one of two things: 1) he identifies with the lost obi~ct of
desire, the mother; or 2) he intensifies his identification with
tihe father. Vhich of the tvo lie chooses depends on the'strength
of his masculine znd feminine sides, as Freud assumed that each
person is constitutiorally hisexual. Stronger feminine
tendencies will induce the boy to identify with the mother, and
stronger nmale tendencies will elicit the opposite result, Turt
there is always some identification with both, wnich in part
rcsolves the desire for hoth. These identifications give rise to
the fcrnation of the superego, which replaces the Oedipus cumplex
and leads to the stalilization of the personclity.

The superego is of course the moral and/cr the jedicial
branch of the personality, which strives for the ideal over the
real, the perfect over the pleasurable. Tt develops fron what
the child has learncd of "200d" and "bad" frem its parents, with
the ezo-ideal corresponcing to Lhe good and the conscience
correspording to the bad., The supereso is built frou revards and
punishments, Loth piysical and psycnological. Tnitially, Lhe

child desires his mother's love because it offers physical

.revards and desires his father's love becausce he fears physical

punishments,  &s the superego develops, it assumes fror the

mother and father the burden of doling ovt rewards and

9‘{1
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pu~-ishments on a psychological level. The ego enacts various
deeds, and the superego either rewards or punishes the cgo for
those deeds--whether those deeds are actually carried out or are
fantasized.

Irterpreting Eben as a victim of the Oedipal complex is
"incorrect' by traditional interpretive standards. Given Frecud's
notion of the Oedipal complcx, we can see that Eben's apparent
"Ocdipal"” complex differs from itself in such a vay that it
overturns the traditional Freudian structure--desire itself

becomes not the absence of structure, but a structuring

srinciple. 1t is evident that Eben's behavior--~like that of
)} i

everyone else in the play--is "strange,” perhaps even deviant in
terms of usual social norms. But it is through no fault of his
own; that is, his desire does not subvert his structuring
superego: it obeys it. For FEben desires the nerfect over the
pleasurable--not vice-vcrsa, 2s is commmonly assuned. lle does
only what his superego tells him to do; he makes a moraily
acceptable choice by fulfilling a sexual need with his "“mother."
Fearing punishment from his father, he makes love to Abby.

But vhy is this morally acceptable? TIf it is, what is the
"reward"? And, moreover, why doesu't his father approve of
behavior which he ostensibly taught as morally acceptahle?
the time of his Oedipal complex, we can assume that Eben's fear
of punishment from his father was so great that Eben identified
nore strongly with his mother, with his own feminine
characteristics. These were rewarded by his father initially,

because to Ephraim everyone is soft but himself. Put later these

10
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characteristics are scorned, and Eben is accused of being too

>ft, like his mother. Resentfiul of his father's fierceness, yet
wanting to please his own (fcminine) superego and his father
Lben is unnaturally split within himself. 1Ile is unable to
resolve his own parental and sexual identifv,

When Abby arrives, he must relive his childhood, but his
efforts to enulate his father, coupled with his real mother's
abseace, causes a sort of penis envy. That is the castration
anxiety in Fben the second time around takes its feminine form
and introduces the feminine version of the Cedipal comple:x, i.e.,
the Electra complex, or the sexval desire for the father. This
is unacceptable both to Tbeun's superego and Lo his own moral

teacher, Ephraim, so he substitutes 4bhly, Tben's su

3
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for Abby, in other wvoras, is reaily a vepression of desire for
his father; it is a choice of perfection over plecasure, of
structure over desire. The substitution of his step-nother is
the better of two imimorals, an¢ so Rhen makes the mrore perfect
choice. iencez, Fben feels nmorally in the right, and he then
hecomes frece to rejoice in the actuixl love which develops fron
his moral choice.

This brief -ading illustrates how a4 convenrtionai Cedipal
reading of 0'Neill's plavscript opens uvn spaces within the text
fo- deconstructive f{ree-play. Jn this case, a tension is
identified and foregrounded between this conventional application
of the Oedipal complex and Freud's interpretation of the Oedipal

complex, based upon a literal reading of rreud. The kev play of

11
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differance is found in the opposition between pleasure and
perfection, desire and structure. Eben's seeming quest for
pleasure is reversed and found to be instead a quest for the
perfect, the moral. llence the pleasurable becomes different from
itself; it is deferred, delayed, and scattered. It is given
movement by proto-writing--by our inabilit; to say what we mean,
mean what we say. Because proto-writing is forever operable, new

spaces are openad up with each "new" interpretation: the chain

of substitution is virtually endless.
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